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The transition to high school is a critically important factor in determining whether 
a student drops out or graduates from high school. Recognizing this, Philadelphia 
has been at the forefront of the high school reform movement, pioneering a number 
of high school reform initiatives over the past several decades intended to improve 
its lowest-performing high schools in particular. The most well known of these, the 
Philadelphia Schools Collaborative in the 1990s and Johns Hopkins University’s 
Talent Development High School Model from 1999-2005, were aimed at the whole 
school, and included focused interventions to assist ninth graders in the transition 
to high school. 

Yet, over the past 20 years, what was once a coherent, multi-pronged high school 
reform strategy has eroded into a set of fragmented, weakly monitored individual 
interventions due to changes in District leadership — each with its own reform 
agenda — coupled with limited resources. Individual interventions frequently 
associated with these past reform initiatives (see Table 1) are still used across all 
types of District-managed high schools (referred to in this brief as District high 
schools), and many have also been adopted by charter high schools. 1 But their 
adoption has been uneven, with the weakest implementation typically found in 
large, nonselective neighborhood high schools. 2 
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This policy brief draws on Research for Action’s (RFA) report, Transition to High 
School: School “Choice” and Freshman Year in Philadelphia, and focuses specifically 



Table 1 



Five Interventions for Philadelphia Ninth Graders 



Intervention 


Primary Purpose 










Student orientations 


Establish a single school culture 




Ninth grade academies and ninth grade teacher teams 


Build personalization and teacher collaboration 


Double dosing of math and English 


Accelerate learning/catch students up to grade level 


Use of individual student data 


Monitor academic progress and provide tutoring 


Strategically assigning teachers to ninth grade 


Improve instruction in ninth grade 









1 Charter schools are also District schools, but are not District-managed. 

2 In this policy brief, we refer to any high school with over 700 students as “large.” We use the term 
“nonselective” to refer to Philadelphia’s neighborhood high schools, and “selective” to refer to 

both special admission and citywide admission high schools. Charter schools, which admit students by 
lottery, are in an admission category of their own. 







